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Racism in Education
Abstract: Racism in Education has been a huge problem in the United States today, and it still is.
The presence of racism in the education system is quite controversial and many people have
strong opinions on it. Its roots date all the way back to slavery in the United States to the Brown
vs. the Board of Education case to the Reagan Revolution to present day in the wake of the Black
Lives Matter movement. Throughout this essay, I will discuss the origins, how it is still
happening today, the effects it has on students of color, and ways to dismantle it.
Key Terms: Brown vs. the Board of Education, De Facto Segregation, Microaggressions.
It is important to keep in mind that no one is born racist, and that it's taught, so why not
change the way that we’re taught? Wicked problems are problems that are impossible or nearly
impossible to solve because the requirements to fix the problems are difficult (Rittel). When it
comes to education in America, there are plenty of wicked problems that still go on today that
have no clear solution to fix them. One of these wicked problems is racism in education. Racism
alone is still a huge problem in America today, but racism in the educational system is less
known or even discussed nowadays. Racism in education is a controversial topic to say the least
and many people have strong opinions on the topic, but in this essay I plan to go over its origins,
how it is still happening today, and ways to dismantle it.
To start off, I first want to discuss the origins of racism in education, which go all the
way back to slavery in the United States. After slavery was abolished in 1865 with the 13th

amendment, free African Americans were not treated as equals. This would go on throughout the
late 1800s and first half of the 1900s, with segregated schools between white students and
African American students. It wasn’t until 1954, when the Brown vs. the Board of Education was
ruled by the Supreme Court that racial segregation in publics schools was unconstitutional. This
was a huge step in the right direction for progress in America, but there was still a long way to
go. Racism was still very prevalent in America and events like the Montgomery Bus Boycott and
The Civil Rights Movement played vital roles in advocating for equal rights. It wasn’t until
1964, when the Civil Rights Act was passed that outlawed discrimination based on race, color,
religion, sex, and more.
Racism in America had started to relieve, but it never went away, there were still tensions
between races, it was just less prominent. An article, The Rebirth of Racism in Education: The
Real Legacy of the Reagan Revolution by John Reimler, illustrates in detail what caused racism
in education to have a resurgence during the 1980s under the Reagan administration. To sum up
in simpler terms, the Reagan administration had an economic agenda, labeled “Reaganomics”,
which created an “every man for himself” mentality, which resulted in everyone making more
money, except those who had little to begin with (Reimler, 1999, p. 31-33). This unfortunately
had social and racial consequences within schools, with students who came from wealthier
backgrounds, typically white students, benefited, while students with poorer backgrounds,
typically African American and other minority students, didn’t benefit. In an article, To
understand structural racism, look to our schools, by Hannah Furfaro, she says “this led
predominantly white school districts to prosper with better educational opportunities and funding
going into their schools, while more urban, inner-city schools were left to be crowded and
underfunded” (Furfaro, 2020).

However, racism in education is still happening today and you may ask how that is
possible. Even though segregation in schools was deemed unconstitutional in 1954, another form
of segregation still goes on today, de facto segregation. De facto segregation is a form of
segregation where lawfully white students and students of color are not segregated, but other
factors like societal differences, i.e. socioeconomic or political disparity, segregate groups of
people are (Dictionary.com, 2020). An example of de facto segregation is how there are more
predominantly white school districts that receive better funding than predominantly minority
school districts. This form of segregation stems from institutionalized discrimination and often
leads to African American and other minority students becoming less successful than their fellow
white students due to less educational opportunities.
More ways of how racism in education is still happening today include racially sensitive
topics and microaggressions in educators. Racially sensitive topics are topics such as slavery,
racism, and other topics that involve race that are discussed in a classroom setting. However,
what many don’t comprehend is the fact that topics like these can be very uncomfortable or even
triggering to the African American community. Also, sometimes educators slip up and make
mistakes, intentionally or not that can be seen as racially insensitive, these are called
microaggressions (Nelson, 2013, p. 90). Some examples of microaggressions include favoring
white students over African American students, the use of inappropriate humor targeted
indirectly at minorities, or internalized stereotyping your students. Ways to approach racially
sensitive topics and avoid microaggressions are planning out your delivery, keeping your
personal feelings to yourself, and creating a safe space for all of your students.
To many people living in the United States, racism doesn’t play a role in their lives
because they are not of an oppressed race. Meanwhile, many people of color do face racism even

to this day and it can play a huge factor in their academic success and life in general. When a
student of color sees no one of their skin color being represented either on television, in movies,
in books, or even in the classroom, they don’t see themselves in those positions of success. When
students of color go to predominantly white schools, it can be a lot harder for them to have peers
who share similar interests to them and in turn make them feel left out. These factors can impact
a students performance in school when they don’t have more diverse classrooms.
Oftentimes, fellow students of these predominantly white schools also start to realize
their differences and block out the students of color for being different from them. Teachers and
staff as well play huge roles in these students’ lives, whether they think they do or not. These
interactions can potentially lead to microaggressions in and out of the classroom, whether they
are intended or not. What results from those microaggressions could lead these students down a
dark path, which includes being bullied, left out, low self esteem, lack of motivation to do well in
school, and in extreme cases, depression and anxiety. This is why it is essential that these
students of color feel accepted and have representation in not only the media, but also the
classroom.
The last topic that I want to bring up are ways to dismantle racism in education and what
you can do to help. On a realistic, yet unfortunate note, racism won’t go away overnight, there’s
so many problems to fix and that’s what makes it a wicked problem, however there are plenty of
solutions to those different problems that can steer us in the right direction of progression.
Dismantling racism in education is no easy task, if it were, you’d think it would have been fixed
already. Some physical ways of dismantling racism in education include, if you’re a student,
advocating for better funding for schools or protesting for equality within schools and if you’re a

teacher re-evaluating the curriculum to fit the needs of all of your students (Rich, 2020). Some
more personal ways to dismantle racism in education involve anti-bias training for teachers and
an anti-racist curriculum for students constructed by the academic staff, non-minority students
understanding their privilege and using it to help bring change, and lots of self-reflection and
educating yourself on racism in our education system can all lead to more progress in the right
direction (Torres, 2020).
Within this essay, I have discussed the origins of racism in education dating all the way
back to slavery to the Brown vs. the Board of Education court case to the Rebirth of Racism in
Education to all the way up to present day. I have discussed how it continues to happen
nowadays with de facto segregation, racially sensitive topics, and microaggressions, ways to
approach and/or avoid them, and how these can impact a student of color’s academic success and
even life. I have also discussed ways to help dismantle racism in education whether that involves
protesting or advocating for equality, re-evaluating the school curriculum, anti-bias training,
using the privilege you have, or self-reflection and educating yourself on this topic more. All in
all, racism in education is unlikely to go away overnight, but there’s always some way that you,
the one reading this, can make a call of action and help move our society in the right direction for
change and progress for the future.
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